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CHASING IRENE WITH THE AIRCRAFT OPERATIONS 

CENTER’S GULF STREAM 4 HURRICANE HUNTERS 

 
On August 26, 2011 the Aircraft Operations Center (AOC), located in MacDill Air force Base in Tampa, 
launched the Gulf Stream 4 (G-IV) Hurricane Hunter plane’s final mission into Hurricane Irene. NWS 
Tampa Meteorologist Anthony Reynes had a unique opportunity of joining the crew for this mission, a 
remarkable group of public servants who during the hurricane season take upon the immense challenge 
of flying into some of these fierce storms.     
 
For most of the 9 hours the plane                
was in the air, the crew of 9, a mix of 
Pilots, Meteorologists, Engineers and 
Dropsonde Technicians (Fig. 2),  
coordinated and performed very complex 
tasks with outstanding precision in order 
to release over 30 weather instruments 
called “dropsondes”. As these 
instruments descend towards the ocean 
surface, they employ a variety of sensors 
that measure temperature, dew point, 
wind speed and direction. The release is  
perfectly synchronized between the                          Fig 1. NOAA’s Gulf Stream 4 being readied for departure. 
Flight Director, located in the front of the  
plane, and the Technicians who are sitting in the very back by the release bay (Fig. 3).  
 

The data from the dropsonde is received by 
the Flight Meteorologist and the Flight 
Director who perform on-board analysis and 
quality-control. Once they determine that 
the data complies with the necessary 
requirements, it is then transmitted directly 
to the National Hurricane Center in Miami 
where it is immediately analyzed by the 
Hurricane Specialists (Fig. 4).     
 
The Gulf Stream 4, also known as “Gonzo” (                         

          Fig 2. Crew preparing for dropsonde release.                                 is a very special member of the hurricane          
                                                                                                            hunter fleet. Despite its bigger siblings, the 
Orion-P3s “Miss Piggy and Kermit”, normally capturing the attention during the hurricane season, the 
mission that Gonzo undertakes is truly unique as it performs critical measurements of the immediate 
environment surrounding the hurricane. This data is crucial in the process of model analysis and 
determining the final track forecast released by the Hurricane Specialists.  
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       Fig 3.  Flight Commander Rick Henning coordinates the release of the dropsonde package with the Flight Technicians. 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig 4.  Flight Meteorologist Nick Morgan, along with the Flight Commander, carefully check the temperature, dew point,   
           pressure and wind data from the dropsonde before transmitting it to the National Hurricane Center in Miami. 
 

 We truly salute this remarkable team of men and women who during the hurricane season 
regularly risk their lives by boarding Gonzo and flying into some of the worst weather on the 
planet. Their effort and dedication continues to provide the foundation of the Warning and 
Public Safety process everytime a hurricane threatens American soil. 
 
A big, big Thank You! 
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G-IV Mission Crew for the August 26, 2011 2PM EDT flight into hurricane Irene: 
 
CDR Jeff Hagan - Aircraft Commander 

LCDR Nick Toth - Co-pilot 

ENS Tanner Sims - Co-pilot  

Richard Henning - Flight Director 

Nick Morgan - Flight Meteorologist (ASPEN Operator) 

Alan Goldstein - System Engineer (Tail Doppler Radar) 

John Hill - System Engineer (AAMPS Data System) 

Gabe Defeo - Technician (AVAPS Operator) 

Jeff Newnam - Technician (AVAPS Operator) 

 

Ground Support: Angel Negron (Crew Chief) 

Dale Carpenter (Electronics Technician) 

 

                        
 
                                Fig. 5:  Gonzo preparing for takeoff from the Aircraft Operations Center in Tampa. 
 
 

                 
                Fig. 6:   View of hurricane Irene’s core as the Gulf Stream 4 moves near the center of the cyclone. 
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            Fig. 7:   NWS Tampa guest Meteorologist Anthony Reynes (center) with the G-4 crew back on safe land.   
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